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One of the ways in which dogs have an easier time of it than we do i that they never have
to worry about ethics, We, by contrast, have to think about what is right and wrong and
good and bad. This is because, unlike dogs, we are capable of asking the question "What
shouid 1 do? Admittedly, we are not constantly troubled by this question, and much of
our behaviour is guided by habit and custom. But from time to time we have to consider
our options and think seriously about the best course of action. Should you keep your
promise to help a friend when you are behind with your school work and need to revise
for tomorrow's exam? Is it OK to make illegal copies of music? What should you do to help
protect the environment? What should you do with your life?

We are also confronted by all kinds of controversial §_0cial questions which force us to
think about our values: i

@ Is abortion ever justified?

® Shouid drugs be legalised?

© Are there limits to free speech?

® Is there such a thing as a just war?

The trouble with these kinds of question is that they do not always seem to have a
steaightforward answer. This may lead us to wonder how, if at all, we can justify our moral
judgements and whether it makes sense to talk about ‘moral knowledge’,

In this chapter, we will begin by'lookihg at the nature and limitations of moral TeaS0MHNg.
We will then look at two threats to ethics — relativism and self-interest theory. The first
claims that there is no such thing as moral kiiowledge, the second that, even if there is,
we are incapable of acting on it. We will stiggest that these threats are not as serious as
they appear, and then go on to look at three different theories of ethics: religious ethics,
duty ethics and utilitarianism. While none of these theories is entirely satisfactory, they are
nevertheless useful tools for helping us to think about and make sense of our values.

Some people who are sceptical about the possibility of moral knowledge claim that moral
values and judgements are simply matters of faste. This implies that statements like ‘abortion
is acceptable’/ ‘abortion is unacceptable’ are on a par with statements like T like spinach’/

T don't like spinach’. But the very making of the comparison suggests that this is not right,
For we take values more seriously than tastes, and, while there is no arguing about tastes, we
expect people to justify their value-judgements and support them with reasons, '

.

Areas of knowledge




A simple model | -

When we argue about ethics, we fypically appeal to a commonly agreed mroral Principle

lave and then try to show that a particular action falls under it. Consider, for example, the
following argument: ) '
Cheating on a test is wiong.
" Tom cheated on the test.

Therefore what Tom did was wrong.

Given that cheating on a test is wrong, then if Tom cheated on the test, it follows that
€lp - what he did was wrong. This is the way we reason about many moral issues — although, in
practice, we usually take the underlying principles for granted.

Whaﬁ mioral principle is being assumed in each of the following arguments?
a '-:Paﬁ!éiéhoﬁ]_éln-’:_t' have kept the money she found - it doesn't belong to her,
b James was caught bullying his classmates, so he deserves to be punished,

¢ Jenkins shou e Ié_agé” -ff_ofn_ prison - he didn’t receive a fair trial,
4 Dann ‘s beens preading false rumours about everyon
s, therefore he should be thrown out of
tjoke - it wasn't funpy, it was racist

-al

b
g When we argue about ethical questions, there are two things we often look at- whether

people are being consistent in their judgements, and whether the alleged facts on which -
those judgements are based are true.
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Consistency ]

We expect people to be consistent in their moral judgements just as we expect them to be
consistent in their judgements in other areas of knowledge. If, for example, you think it is
wrong for Tom to cheat on a test, then it is surely as wrong for Dick and Harriet to cheat on
a test. The belief that people should be consistent in their judgements is closely connected
with the belief that they should be impartial. Tf Tom, Dick and Harriet are all caught cheating
on a test, then, other things being equal, we expect them to receive a similar punishment.
Trying to decide whether or not someone is being consistent is complicated by the
fact that they might not only apply moral rules inconsistently, but also hold inconsistent
principles.

:_T'(j__i;\ih:_e}t extent do ydp__thi_lik;._t_he following individuals are morally inconsistent? -
3 An anti-i bortionist who supports the death penalty B
b Avegetarian who buys leather shoes

who educates his children at a private school §
ates amily vaiues and has an extra-marital affais
who'drives an SUV (sports utility vehicie) .
hihks:st_eéiin'g.'i"'\'r'..fr"_oﬂ'g' but makes illegal copies of ca

Facts

All kinds of facts are likely to be relevant to our moral judgements, and many arguments
that initially look like disputes about values turn out to be disputes about facts. For example,
if we are arguing about whether or not Smith behaved badly at the party on Saturday night,
our disagreement may turn on the question of whether or not Smith puniched Jones on

the nose, Similarly, if we ate arguing about the pros and cons of capital punishment, our
disagreement may tuzn on the question of whether or not it is an effective deterrent, In both
cases, we can — in principle at least - settle our dispute by looking at the empirical evidence.
This is not to say that all moral disagreements can be settled in this way. For there may be
cases where we agree on all the facts but make different value-judgements. For example, we
may both agree that capital punishment is an effective deterrent, and yet you might be in
favour of it because you think it is good for society and T might be against it because I think
that all life, including that of a criminal, is sacred. ‘

What facts, if any, are relevant in assessing the following value-judgements?
a child labour should be outlawed

b Cannabis should be legalised -

& - Genetically modified food should be banned

ich countries hold give more financial aid to poor countries

Arzas of knowledge




on

ting

ple,
fit,

oth
ce,

o

¥e

nk

Disagreements about moral principles

We began this section by setting up a simple model of moral reasoning: moral principle -

fact - value-judgement. Qur discussion has suggested that many arguments can be settled

by looking at the background facts and at whether people are being consistent in their

judgements. If we agree that cheating is wrong, and there is factual evidence to establish that

Tom was cheating, then Tom himself may be willing to admit that what he did was wrong,
If we all share the same underlying moral principles, there is likely to be plenty of scope

for moral reasoning, But what if we don’'t? What if Tom thinks there is nothing wrong

with cheating? What if the

president thinks it is OK to take

bribes? What if Simon approves

bank.com.

of racism? What if someone 5

has a whole set of values that ‘§

are diametrically opposed to E )
our own? How, if at all, can % E
we convince them that they : é
are wrong? Perthaps we can’tl é ;é:
Perhaps our values have no NS § 5

ultimate justification. Perhaps
our moral rules are no more “We've got to draw a line on unethical behavior

. . ] ible, ”
universal than the grammatical and then get as dosbe fo that line as possible,

tules of the language we speak} ke 12,3

According to moral relativism our values are determined by the society we grow up in,
and there are no universal values. Moral values are simply customs or conventions that vary
from cultare to culture. (‘Bthics’ and ‘morality’ are both derived from words that originally
meant ‘custom’.) Just as people drive on the left in some countries and on the right in
others, 50 some cultures eat pork while others prohibit if, some are monocgamous while
others are polygamous, and some bury their dead while others burn them.

Arguments for moral relativism

There are two main arguments for morat relativism: the diversity argument and the lack of
foundations argument.

The diversity argmmnent

According to the diversity argument, the sheer variety of moral practices suggests that there
are no objective moral values, The dietary, marriage and burial practices mentioned above
might not seem to reflect any very serious differences in values. But you don't have to look
very hard to find examples of mare unsettling practices. According to anthropologists,
there are, or have been, cultures which have permitted such things as: keeping slaves;
female genital mutilation; killing adulterers; burning widows on the funeal pyres of their
dead hushands; slaughtering prisoners by tipping the hearts out of their bodies; killing
unprodictive members of soclety; and cannibalism,

v
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The sheer diversity of such practices has been enough fo corivince some people of the
truth of moral relativism. Of course, given the way we have been brought up, we are likely
to find such practices barbaric; but since the people engaging in them presumably saw

nothing wrong with them, it is tempting to conclude that morality, like beauty, is in the
eye of the beholder,

1 Doyou: thmk there is a dlfferente between moral values and customs or conventtons?

2 Which of the fo[!owmg would you say are morally wrong and which would you say’
s:mply matters of convention?

) burn__-your couptry’s flag.
go towork wearlng a dress,

The Faclk of foundations argument

The second argument for relativism is that moral values are somehow ungrounded or
lacking in foundations; for there does not seem to be an independent ‘moral reality” against
which we can test our values to see if they are true or false; and this suggests that they are
simply the result of the way we have been brought up and conditioned by society.

We usually settle disputes in other areas of knowledge by appealing to perception or
reason, but neither of these appeals seems to work when we are arguing about values. We
cannot appeal to perception because we cannat see values in the way that we can see shapes
and sizes and colours, And we cannot appeal to reason because there does not seem to be

any logical way of getting from an is statement to an ought statement. Consider, for example
the following argument:

Some people in the world are starving.
I'have more food than I need.
" Therefore, T ought to give some of my food to the starving.

This argument may be emoticnally appealing, but the conclusion does not follow fiom the
premises. Indeed, from a purely logical point of view, it is no better than saying:

Some people in the world are starving,
Thave more food than I need.
Therefore, lucky okd me!
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The Scottish philosopher David Hume (1711-76) dramatised the gap between an ‘s’ and an
‘ought’ by observing that, “tis not contrary to reason to prefer the destruction of the whole
world to the scratching of my finger’. This may sound like an extrerne example, but it is
worth pointing out that most people wotry more about their own minor problems than
they do about world poverty,

We saw earlier that, given certain morat principles, we can use reason to derive a particular
moral judgement (e.g. given that people with more food than they need ought to give some
of it to the starving, and I have more food than I need, then it follows that I oughit to give
some of it to the starving). But if we cannot justify these principles themselves, then it

- might seem that we have no choice but to accept moral relativism,

Does relativism imply tolerance?

One of the things that attracts some people to moral relativism is that it seerus to encourage
a tolerant ‘live and let live’ attitude to other cultures. Since different cultures have different
beliefs, it would surely be arrogant to assume that onr culture’s values are tight and everyone
else’s are wrong. Such a dogmatic attitude can easily lead to culltural imperialism — i.e. to
one culture imposing ifs values on other cultures. (History suggests that conquering nations
have routinely given the vanquished the choice between conversion and death.) Surely it is
more reasonable to say that we have our values and they have theirs, and we have no more
right to condemn their values than they have to condemn our values,

Despite the value of tolerance as an antidote to cultural imperialism, we cannot in fact
conjure tolerance out of moral relativism. To see why not, imagine that you come across
a culture ~ Jet us call them the Thugs - imposing their values on another culture. As a
good relativist, you remonstrate with them and insist that they have no right to impose
their values on other people. But what if they turn to you and say, ‘I our culture it is OK
to impose our values on other people, and you have no right to impose your value that
you—shouldn‘t-impose-your-values-on~other—people on us!” What the Thugs are, in effect,

than your tolerant vatues, If, an the other hand, you want to insist that everyore should

be tolerant, you are implicitly saying that there is at feast one universal value - namely,
tolerance - and you cannot then call yourself a relativist, What comes out of this example is
that the belief in universal lolerance is not consistent with moral relativisim,

Once moral relativism is untcoupled from the belief in tolerance, it becomes a much Jess
attractive position. A well-known — and some would say compelling — objection to it is that
it seems to leave us with no way of answering the committed Nazi who says that in his value
system genocide is acceptable, The he’s-got-his~va1ues-and—I’ve»got-mine-and—who-am—I-to~
say-he's-wrong response seems completely inappropriate in this case, For we surely want to
say that the Nazi really is wrong - as Wrong as anyone could be about anything.

v
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1:.Imagine that you arrive in‘a.’democratic’ country in which adult women have the v
'bu_ men have no'poi;t;cal power. When you interview them, the men tell you tha' he
: appy.with the situation, that public life is for women, and a man’s plac

0 wbat exte t would you accept the situation, and to what exte

Arguments against moral relativism

There are two ways of responding to the threat posed by moral selativism, First it could

be argued that, despite appearances, there are in fact some core values that have been
accepted by all cultures. Since human beings have broadly similar needs and are confronted
by broadly similar problems, it is plausible to think that they will come up with broadly
similar rufes to regulate communal life. Perhaps not surprisingly there is evidence to suggest
that every society has some kind of rules to limit violence, protect property and promote
honesty. For it is difficult to imagine how a society could survive and flourish if it inflicted
needless suffering on its members, encouraged theft, and honoured deception. _

But the worrying fact is that, for much of history, people have had no moral concern for
outsiders who do not belong to their community and they have sometimes treated them
with the kind of indifference we might treat lobsters. For example, the Wari tribe of the
‘Amazon grouped under the heading ‘edible’ anyone who was not a member of the tribe.
And the Spanish Conquistadors managed to convince themselves that the people they
encountered in the New World were sub-human - and then proceeded to butcher themn with
a clear conscience.

Areas of kaowledge
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There are clearly some dark and disturbing chapters in the moral history of the human
species, But if it is trire that all communities have regulated themselves by some recogrrisably
moral values, then it could be argued that their treatment of cutsiders was in s0Mme sense
a faciual error which they could, in principle at least, be reasoned out of. The Warl were
wrong to think that outsiders were nothing but potentia meat; and the Conquistadors were
wrong to think that American Indians were not fully human. The optimistic Interpretation
of our moral history is that we have gradually expanded the moral circle from the tribe to

the nation to the race to the whole of mankind, as we have come to recognise our common
humanity,

1. Compare and tontrast the moral codes of some of the world’s great religions, How muc}
- -overlap is there between them? :
2. Which five ..ira‘[ﬁ’giwqﬁld_;you say have the best claim to be universal and why?.
+3 Weihave cleatly m ade scientific progress over the [ast three hundred years,.Dogs:
ake sense to speak f=mor_a_l_ progress? Give reasons. : :

A second possible response to moral relativism is to say that we can in fact justify our
values. For it could be argued that some core values - such as the belief that it is wrong

to inflict needless suffering on other people — are intuitively obvious, and that scepticism
about such values is no more justified than any other form of scepticism. Admittedly, we
cannot prove that our basic moral intuitions are true; but if you can’t just see that, for
example, random torture is wrong, there is probably nothing T can do to convince you.
Fortunately, I think the vast majority of people believe that the statement ‘random torture
is wrong' is at least as obvious as 2 + 2 = 4,

We should, however, be careful about appealing to intuition as a general way of justifying
our moral beliefs. For when it comes to detailed questions of right and wrong, there is no
consensus about what is intuitively obvious, (You cannot, for example, resolve the abortion
debate by appealing to intuition.) Nevertheless, if we could at least agree on a small number

of core intuitions, these would establish boundary conditions that any viable theory of
ethics must satisfy.

1 Just as 2 person who cannot distinguish red and green is said to be colour blind, can we sa

that a person who cannot distinguish right and wrong is values blind? o
2 To what extent can immozality be seen as a form of mental illness? Do you, for example,
. think that serial killers are best described as ‘bad’ or ‘mad'2 '
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Having done something to defuse moral relativism, we now consider antother idea that
threatens to undermine our values. According to self-interest theory, human beings are
always and everywhere selfish. Since selfish behaviour is usually seen as the opposite of
moral behaviour, this theory suggests that, even if thete are objective moral values, we are
incapable of living up to them. We will consider four arguments for self-interest theory: the
definitional argument, the evolutionary argument, the hidden benefits argument, and the
fear of punishment argument. We will also look at criticisms of each of these arguments.

The definitional argument

According to the definitional argument it is true by definition - i.e. necessarily true — that
everyone is selfish. The idea behind this argument is very simple: you are being selfish when
you do what you want to do, and you always end up doing what you most want to do —
otherwise you wouldn’t do it.

You might object that we often find ourselves doing things that we don’t want to do;
but, according to self-interest theory, this is not true, Tmagine that one afterncon you have a
choice between playing tennis — which you enjoy - and visiting an old Tady - which you feel
obliged to do, but do not enjoy. What do you do? We would normally say that if you decide
to play tennis you are being selfish, and if you decide to visit the old lady, you are being
unselfish or altruistic. But according to the definitional argument, even if you visit the old
lady, there is a sense in which you are still being selfish. For once we take into account the
fact that you will feel guilty if you don't visit the old lady, it turns out that overall you would
rather visit the old lady thar play tennis, '

This simple, but apparently powerful, argument seems to mean that genuine altruism
is not merely difficult, but impossible. To see this, compare Donald Trump - the American
property developer - with Mother Teresa - the Catholic nun who devoted her life to helping
the poor. At first sight, the contrast between these two people could not be greater; for while
Donald Trump spends his time making money, Mother Teresa spent hers helping the poor,
However, according to self-interest theory they are both doing what they want but merely
have different tastes, Donald Trump gets his buzz out of making money, Mother Teresa got
hers out of helping the poor. And while Donald Trump would hate doing what Mother
Teresa did, Mother Teresa would have hated doing what Donald Trump does. Since both of
them are doing what they most like doing, we seem forced to conclude that they are both
equally selfish,

Criticisrms

The problem with the definitional argument is that it effectively tobs the word ‘selfish’ of its
meaning. For if people are selfish no matter what they do, then it can no longer be a criticism
to describe someone as selfish. Since no evidence is allowed to stand against it, what initially
looked like an interesting empirical claim collapses into an empty truism!
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The evolutionary argument

The second argument for self-interest theory takes its Inspiration from the theory of
evolution, and claims that human beings are naturatly selfish creatures who are programmed
to pursue their own interests, To succeed in the struggle for survival and get our genes into
the next generation, we inevitably spend a huge amount of time looking after number

one’, and other people’s interests usuaily concern us only to the extent that they affect our
own. According to this view, the reason capitalism is a more successtul political system than
soclalism is that it taps info our natural sell-interest and competitiyeness.

Criticisms

food to avoid causing pain to another monkey. With regard to our own Species, empathy

- which is the emotional basis for altruism - hag been observed in babies a3 young as one
year. For example, if a baby sees its mother aying, it may try to console her by giving her a
security blanket, or a favourite toy. This suggests that empathy may be a natura) part of our
make-up. The bottom line is that traits such as empathy and helpfulness pay in evolutionary
terms. As the biologist Edward O, Wilson observes; ‘Cooperative individuals generally
survive longer and leave more offspring.’

The hidden benefits argurnent

The third argument for self-Interest theory is that we get various hidden benefits - sych

as gratitude, praise and 3 positive image of ourselves — from being kind to other people,
Furthermore, if we help other people when they are in trouble, then we can ask for thejr
help when we aze in trouhle, Admittedly, we sometimes help other people who will never be
able to ‘repay the debt’, and we may do socially useful things such as donate blood. But siich
activities not only make us feel good about ourselves, but also enhance our reputation as
‘good people’ and this, too, can be soclally advantageous,
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-1 If you went out of your way to help someone in trouble, would it bother you |f they.-showed ;EZ {;12
-no gratltude? o someth
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Consider, for example, a mother’s love for her chlld, which is sometimes held up as the of wha
highest example of altruism. A supporter of self-interest theory might argue that, since a
mother loves only her children and not all childien, such love is still self-interested. Many Atd
parents are competitive on behalf of their offspring and are anxious for them to do better ban
than other people’s children. Such natural competitiveness tirned into murderous rivalry in a fe
1991 when a Texas ‘cheerleader Mom’ plotted the murder of her daughter’s rival for a place C_On
on the cheerleader team! Fortunately, most parents do not go quite so far in trving to further mf
their children’s prospects! ]:;
What, then, of a hero who lays down his life for his friends or a martyr who saciifices it for -
a noble cause? Well, even heroes and martyrs could be said to get some kind of satisfaction e
from their sacrifice. They may, for example, think of the posthumous fame they will achieve,
or the joys that await them in heaven, Perthaps as a young child, you occasionally thought to Crit
yourself, Twish I was dead!... And then they'd be sorry!” You may then have imagined your Alth
parents weeping at your grave, and saying: ‘If only we had been kinder to our son when he reast
was alivel’ Such are the consolations of martyrdom! the
Criticisms ! peoy
The problem with the argument from hidden benefits is that, although we do often help prot
other people expecting that they will at some point return the favour, there are some of ti
situations in which this cannot be our motive. Consider the everyday example of someone virt
leaving a tip in a restaurant they will never visit again. From a self-interested point of view, I
this is hardly rational behaviour; but people do it all the time - from, it seemns, a sense of ring
fairness. You may, of course, feel good about yourseif if you leave a tip, but this hardly fou
justifies our calling it selfish. wo
There are other more dramatic examples of altruism. During the Second World War, the we
people of Chambon in France risked their lives to hide Jews fleeing from Nazi persecution. or
en

Similarly, a German Czech called Oskar Schindler (1908-74) took huge personal risks to save
the lives of hundreds of Jews, Again, these people doubtless got satisfaction from what they
did; but perhaps what teally matters is not so much their motives — which are often obscure
— as their actions. As one suxvivor rescued by Schindler observed: ‘I don’t know what his
motives were... But I don't give a damn. What's important is that he saved our lives.

The existence of ‘ordinary heroes’ who have other-regarding rather than self-regarding
desires, and who are sometimes willing to take great personal risks to help other people,
effectively takes the sting out of self-interest theory. As David Hume (1711-76) observed:

I esteem the man whose self-love, by whatever means, is so directed as to give him a
concern for others, and render him serviceable to society; as I hate or despise him who has
no regard to anything beyond his own gratifications and enjoyments.
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virtue is its own reward,

1ing called the ring of Gyges, which enabled its bearer to
found such a ring,

would still be unwilling to do, ] imag
weak, deprive the needy,

or dishonour their famities -

g is fear of punishment. When people are thinki
something wrong, they usually ask themselves,

imprisonment, or even death is enough to dete

I most people. In situations where law and

, for example
) Or & week, or a month. What do yo
Past evidence is anything to go by,

. Here is a brief description
of what happened during a onte-day strike by the Montrea] police back in 1969:

At 8:00 AM on October 17, 1969, . the

: and a doctor slew a burglar in his suburban
home. By the end of the day, six banks had beer robbed, a hundred shops had been looted
twelve fires had been set, forty carloads of storefront glass had been broken, and three

mitlion dollars in property damage had been inflicted, before city authorities had to call 1
the army... to restore order,

?

Criticisms b
Although law enforcement pla

reason to think that all good b
the behaviour of peaple like

¥s an important role in ensuring social order, there is no
ehaviour is motivated by fear. We cannot really explain
Mother Teresa in this way. A cynic might argue that religious

people who did good sitply to avoid punishment; and most
of the world’s great religions - at least in their more sophisticated form - in fact teach that

In one of his dialogues, the Greek philosopher Plato (428-348 BCE) wrote about a fabled

become invisible at will. 7 you

there are surely things you

ine that most People would not want to harm the

persecute the oppressed, corrupt the innocent, betray their friends,
even if there was no danger of being caught, And that is surely

I good behaviour is motivated simply by fear of punishment.

you might be tempted to fransgress; but

T you_discoyefed the ring of Gyges, how;, if at all, would it affect your behaviour?

ould you be tempted to fommit it? (Imagine you cou
ajor bank, shave a few cents off each cus d

.1 O CONals Tor yourself, Further imagine that no on
'ag_p n_ed,'il_gt_g]one_be able to trace the crime to you.)

e will ever potic
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How selfish are we?

We might conclude from our discussion that although we often pursue our own interests at
the expense of other people, we are not always selfish and we are in {act capable of genuine
altruism. However, this still leaves plenty of room for disagreement about the exfent of
altruism. According to one economist, ‘the average human being is about 95 percent selfish
in the narrow sense of the term’; but people who have experienced the kindness of strangers
at first hand may well have a more positive view of human nature,

1 Doyou thlnk it makes mare sense fo say that people are basically good and’ corrupted b :
society, or that people 3re basically bad and must be kept in line by society?

2 Doyou: thlnk soclety works best when each individual pursues his own best mterest
you thmk ihls Is. a feclpe for disaster?

Our discussion in the last two sections has done something to neutralise the threats posed
by moral relativism and self-interest theory. While it may be that some values are relative
and that people are offen selfish, we do not have to conclude that all values are relative

or that people are always selfish. This leaves space for the idea that there is such a thing

as moral knowledge and that people are capable of acting on this knowledge. We should
now perhaps look for a more systematic and coherent approach to ethics which enables us
to make sense of our VaI‘]OUS mortal beliefs and intuitions. In what follows, we will briefly
consider religious ethics, and then look in more detail at duty ethics and utilitarianism.

Religious ethics

Perhaps the simplest approach to ethics would be to find an authoritative rule book which
told us what moral principles to follow. Some people believe that such books are to be
found in religion. The world’s great religions have been, and continue to be, important
sources of moral insight and guidance to millions of people. However, they do not settle all
the questions, or free us from the responsibility of thinking about ethics. We still have to
decide which sacred texts to follow and how to intexpret and apply their rules, The Bible,
for example, says that if anyone works on the Sabbath they should be put to death (Exodus
35:2). I imagine that no religious people would take this injunction seriously today, and -
they would doubtless point out that religious ideas change and develop over time, If we . -
reject what some people have called the ‘idotatry of literalism’, this leads to the idea that we
should follow the spirit rather than the letter of a moral code,
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The Greek philosopher Plato (428-348 BCE) argued that we cannot derive ethjcs from
religion. In one of his dialogues, he raised the following tantalising question; Is something
good because God says it is good, or does God say that it is good because it is good? On the

decided that murder was good, it would be good, Most people would reject this conclusion,
On the other hand, if God says A :

that something is good because - B
it is good, then it seems that ' E )
values are independent of God i g
and we do not need to appeal 5
to Him in order to justify 5 E
them. This suggests that, rather ) g g
than deriving our values from dd
religion, we already have values ;5 g
by which we decide whether to 58
accept or reject what religion - E %’
tells us do, Since a religion T Wr,-—-t & g
! FAMHIOEE © .k

based ethics is, in any case, not

going to satis fy atheists, we will “Jitters on Wall Street foday aver rumoats that Alan Greenspan
£

said, ‘A vich man can gs soon enter Heaveri as a camel fit

need to look at other ways of through the eye of a needle,

ff

justifying our moral valyes, Figure 12.3

&

e us moral guidance on the use of genetic engine
ard of when such texts were written?

stoevsky (1821-81) said that, if

lche meant by this? Do.you agrec

According to some philosophers, ethics i fundamentally a matter of doing your duty

and fulfilling your obligations. Since the word ‘duty’ has sometimes been associated with
mindlessty obeying orders, it has not always had a good press. But we do take seriously the
idea that people have duties, You would, for example, probably agree that a teacher has a
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1 Imagine that y 1 a:group of colonists have just arrived on a fertile and uninhabite
L ' 0.make a ten-point declaration of rights. What rights would
laration? How: wouild you justify your choice?

ou think it would make if we replaced the UN Declaration of H
UN Dedlaration of Human Duties? G

It duty ethics is o be viable, we will, of course, need to know what our duties are. One idea
might be to consult a table of commandments which list all the thou-shalt-nots. But which
table should we consult and how can the duties it imposes on us be jusiified? Perhaps we can
appeal to intuition; but the problem is that people may have conflicting intuitions. Some
people, for example, believe that we have a duty not to commiit adultery; others do not. So
it our list of duties is not to be arbitrary, we need to find a more compelling critexion for
determining what they are.

According to the philosopher Tmmanuel Kant (1 724-1804) our duties are not arbitrary
and we can determine what they are in an objective way by appealing to reason. Since Kant’s
approach to ethics has been so influential, we will devote the rest of this section to an
exploration of his ideas.

Kant's approach to ethics

Kant argued that the way to decide if something is your duty is to see whether or not you
can consistently generalise it. Imagine that you are wondering whether or not it is OK to
jump the lunch queue because you can’t be bothered to wait in line, According to Kant,
you should ask yourseif what would happen if everyone did that. The answer is, of course,
that there would be chaos. Indeed, if everyone jumped the queue, there would be no queue
left to jump! So if you try to generalise the rule, Jump the queue whenever you feel like it’,
you end up with a contradiction. Therefore, it s your duty not to jump the queue whenever
you feel like it. -

Kant used a similar line of reasoning to argue that we should keep our promises and
refrain from such things as stealing, murder and suicide. Consider promising. Imagine that
you wish to break a promise because it is inconvenient to keep it. Using the generalisation
test, you should ask yourself, ‘What would happen if everyone broke their promises when
they felt like it?’ The result is again a contradiction. If you say to someone, ‘I promise o do
X unless I change my mind’, then you have not made a promise at all. To promise to do X
is to commit yourself to doing it even if it becomes inconvenient. That is supposed to be why
people make marriage vows, After all, there would be Hittle point in making a vow of the
form, ‘For richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health - unless someone better turns up’l
Since you cannot consistently generalise the rule, ‘Break your promises whenever you feel
like it', it is your duty not to break your promises.
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J.B. Handelsman from

© The New Yorker Collection 1997
cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.

“Before we fry assisted suiicide, Mrs, Rose, let’s give the aspirin a chance.”
Figuye 12.4

The reason Kant attached so much importance to the idea of consistenicy was, I think,
because he was aware of the extent to which we engage in special pleading and make
excuses to justify our own behaviour that we would not find acceptable if they came from
someone else. Gur natural egoism encourages us to think that while rales should Senerally
be respected, we are special and they do not apply to us. Consider, for example, how some
people casually lie to their friends without thinking anything of it, and yet are outraged if
they discover that their friends have done the same thing to them. To counter this tendency,
the great Muslim mystic Al Ghazali’s (1058-11 11) gave the following advice;

If you want to know the foulness of lying for yourself, consider the lying of someone else
and how you shun it and despise the man who lies and regard his communication as foul.
Do the same with regard-to all your own vices, for you do not realize the foulness of your
vices from your own case, but from someone else’s,
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At the heart of Kant's approach to ethics is the idea that we should each adopt a dual
conception of ourselves as not only e but also one among others. For reason demands
that we should at least fry to be impartial and look at things objectively without making
exceptions in our own case, This idea lies behind the so-called golden rulle, ‘Do as you
would be done hy’, versions of which can be found in all of the world’s great religions.

© The New Yorker Collection 1997 Williamn Steig
from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.

w g

“How would you feel if the mouse did that to you?”

Figure 145

A good way of triying to be rjobjec‘rive is to imagine various situations through what
philosophers have called a veil of ignorance. Imagine, for example, that person X

does action p to person Y, and that you are either person X or person ¥, but you do not
know which one. How do you feel about the action? Do you think it is acceptable or
unacceptable? (A good way of getting two childven to share a cake faitly is to suggest that
one of them cut the cake and the other one choose which half to take.} This method -
which 1s really a generalisation of Al Ghazali's advice - can be an effective way of getting us
to think more objectively about ethics.

Values and dignity

Kant uses the dual conception of the self to argue not only that no individual should be
given preferential treatment, but also that no individual should be discriminated against.
For example, he claimed that it is never right to sacrifice one individual’s life for the greater
good. To explain why not, we can simply reverse the dual conception of the self, For an
individual is not only one amang others but also a me, and his life is the only one that he has.
Therefore, he should never be treated as a mere means to some further end. In this respect,
there is a crucial difference between objects and persons, which Kant marks by saying that,
while the former have value, only the latter have dignify. To see the difference between value
and dignity, compare the following two situations.
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1 A friend borrows your portable computer and accidentaily drops it. The compuiter
is broken beyond repair and you are furious, Being a decent fetlow, your friend
immediately goes out and buys you an identical computer to replace the one he
broke. Assuming that he also replaces the software and copies the files that were on
your old machine, you will prebably conclude that no great harm has been done,
You no longer have your original computer, but you have a replacement that is in
every respect as good as the one that was broken,

2 You are in hospital dying of an incurable disease. Your par?nts come to visit you
every day and weep at your bedside. They are devastated by the thought of your
impending death. Byt you are incredibly brave and do what you can to comfort
them, One day they arrive looking a great deal moge cheerful. "We have some good
news for you', they say. ‘The doctor tells us that although you are going to die, we
can clone you, so that after your death we will be able 1o replace you. Although
your clone won't actually be you, he will look Jike you and in many ways behave
like you. We can give him your bedroom and your old toys. Isn't it wonderful
news? I imagine that your jaw would drop if you heard this speech. How dare they
imagine that they can replace you! You are a unique individual and, unlike a broken
computer, you cannot simply be replaced by someone genetically identical to you,

According to Kant, if something has value it can be replaced by something else of equal
value, but if it has dignity it is irreplaceable. Since individuals have dignity rather than
merely value, it is never tight to sacrifice their lives for the gréater good,

The importance of motives

Another key aspect of Kant's ethics is that the mozal value of an action is determined by

the moftive for which it is done rather than the conseguences that follow from it. Many of our
everyday moral judgements seem to reflect this principle, If you are trying to be helpfui but
things turn out badly, we do not usually blame you — after all, you meant well. On the other
hand, if you intend to harm someone, but your efforts come to nothing, we will still think
of you as a bad person. In practice, we tend to blame someane more for serious accidents

cettain duties regardless of what we may feel,
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We can in fact distinguish at least three different motives for doing good: (i) you expect
something in returny; (it} sympathy; (i) duty. According to Kant,-your action has moral
value only if you act on motive (iii). You might agree that if you help someone only on an
‘I'll scratch your back if you scratch mine’ basis, then, although this might make pragmatic
sense, it does not deserve moral praise. But it is harder to undersiand why Kant thinks that
being motivated by sympathy has no moral value. I think Kant would say that to the extent
that someone is a naturally friendly and sympathetic person they do not deserve any praise
for it. After all, they can't help being like that, any more than someone who is naturally
anti-social can help being the way they are. Somewhat paradoxically, this suggests that a
naturally anti-social peison deserves more moral praise for being kind and friendly than a

naturally sociable person.

"Acreas of knowledgs

“I told him it wouldn't kil Irim to Iry fo be niice
once ine a wiile, but I was wrong.”

Figuse 12.6
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Criticisms of Kang
Despite its positive features, Kant's approach to ethics can be criticised 01 a number of
grounds.

Rule worshhip

see the problem, consider the ethics of Iying. Using the universalisability test, Kant said
that you cannot consistently will that people lie whenever they feel like it, because if they
did, language would no longer be an effective means of communication, Kant concluded
that it is always wrong to fie, This is, however, counter-intuitive, Imagine that an axe-
wielding maniac rushes into your school screaming that he is going to kill your teacher,
Mr Clark - who promptly hides in the cupboard. The maniac buzsts in to your classroom
and demands to know where Clark is. Reasoning that you should never lie, you calmly
reply ‘He'’s hiding in the cupboardl’ Something has clearly gone wrong here, and no one
Is going to congratulate you for telling the truth. For in this situation you surely ought to

you to lie and send the manjac off in the wiong direction!

The problem with Kant’s approach to ethics, then, is that it seems to lead to
rulle worship - i.e, (o blindly fotlowing a moral rule without regard to the consequences,
Many people would say that rather than mechanicalty applying moral principles irrespective
of the context, we should try to be sensitive to the details of 2 situation and make g
fudgement about when it Is appropriate to make an €xception to a generally agreed principle,

lowing is a special _caée that justifies breaking a generally accepted rule?. o

pe‘ct'the_.h_ighway code, but it's 0K to drive through a red light if you are

espect the h:ghway tode, but it's OK to drive through a red _lig.h"t if
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Conflicts of duiy

A related problem is that Kant's ethics leaves us no way of reselving conflicts of duty.
Consider, for example, the following dilemmas:

@ If a person has been unfaithful to their partner, should they confess and make their
partner unhappy, or say nothing and deceive them?

@ If your grandmother and a world-famous doctor ate trapped in a burning building and
you only have time fo rescue one of thein, should you save your grandmother because
she is & famnily member, or the doctor because she is more useful to society?

@ If your wife is dying of a rare disease and you cannot afford to buy the drugs that will
cure her, are you justified in stealing the drags?

® 1f a terrorist group takes a civilian hostage and threatens to kill them unless the
government releases five convicted terrorists, should the government give in to their
demands?

It is difficult to see how Kant's approach can help us to resolve these kinds of dilemma, for it
seems to give s no criterion in accordance with which our duties can be ranked.

1 Explain m'rh'i;_h'two moyal principles are in conflict in each of the above dilemmas, :
2 ‘Take one of the above dilemmas and give as many arguments as you ¢an for-resolving
' one way and then as'many arguments as you can for resolving it the other way.

Moral coldmness

A final problem with I(ant'; approach to ethics is that it seems to be too focused on
reason at the expense of feelings. Allowing that we should try to be consistent in our
moral judgements, what outrages most people about, say, Nazi war criminals, is not their
inconsistency but their inhumanity. Kant is unable to accommodate this common-sense
intuition because he refuses to give any place to feelings in his moral philosophy. As we saw
above, he rejected feelings on the grounds that they are unreliable; but, in practice, appeals
to reason might be equally ineffective. For just as you cannot appeat to people’s sympathy
if they have none, so you cannot appeal to their reason if they don’t mind being called
Irrational. (Tt is, for example, hard to imagine a seasoned torturer being too bothered by
such an accusation,) Furthermore, taking feelings out of moral consideration seerns to lead
to a cold and heartless ethics. Many people would say that it is better for a husband to help
his wife because he loves her and wanis to help her than because it is his duty to help her,
We might even reverse Kant's position and argue that feelings are what connect us
with other people, and reason is what fsolates us, When you see someone in distress, your
natural impulse is to help them, but once reason kicks in you might start weighing costs
and benefits. In reflecting on what motivated him, one of the inhabitants of Chambon who
helped the Jews during the Second World War said: ‘The hand of coinpassion was faster than
the calculus of reason,’ What I think he meant was that if he had stopped and thought too
much about what he was doing, he would probably never have done it. This suggests that
reason has its Jimits and that we would sometimes do better to follow our hearts,

Areas of knowlsdgs

- e C P

L B R o

ke e




nd
15e

i1

r it

saw
als

1d
elp

ho
1a1n

t ‘The advaniage of following meral rules is that it helps to avoid special pleading; the.
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This slogan can be reduced to two words: Maximise happiness!

The theory of utilitarianism was developed in the Jate eighteenth and early nineteenth
century by Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stwart Mill (1806-73), who wanted to
establish ethics on a scienfific foundation, Just as Newton had explained natural phenomena
in terms of the principle of gravity, so Bentham and Mill tried to explain ethical phenomena
In terms of the principle of utility. According to this principle, the only thing that is good
In itself is happiness, and actions are right in so far as they tend to increase happiness and wrong
in so far as they tend to decrease it. T we ask ‘what is happiness?, Bentham tefis us that it is
the sum of pleasures, and that a happy life is one that maximises feelings of pleasure and
minimises feelings of pain,

To get a sense of how utilitarianism might work
in practice, imagine that you are Living at the
beginning of the twenty-second cenfury. While
people still wear wrist-watches on their left arms,
on their right arms they now wear something called
a utilitometer. This has a needle and a dial going
from 0 to +100 on half of its face and from zero
{0 -100 on the other half, The details of how a
utilttometer works need not toucerr us, but it plugs
in to your central Rervous system and measures
your pleasure. If, for example, you are at g party
and want to know how good you are feeling, you
can consult your utilitometer: ‘Wow! Plus 92 —
ecstasy.” And if you are bored in class on a Friday
afternoon, you can determine just how had things
are: ‘Minus 70 - setlously dull’..

fex
tilitometers

=50

=80 +oo 80

Flgure 12,7
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Your utilitometer also has a little button on the right which you can press to find your
total net happiness for the day (sum of pleasures minus surn of displeasiures). And at the
end of each day, it automatically sends this figuze to a central computer which calculates
the total for the whole country — the gross natipnal happiness, or GNH. We can now say that
utilitarianism comes dowa to the claim that a higher GNH means a morally better world
and a lower GNH means a morally worse world.

Arguments in favour of utilitarianism

As a moral theory, utilitarianism has a number of attractive features;

1 Utilitarianism is a simple and coherent theory which is able to explain all of owr
beliefs about right and wrong in terms of the greatest happiness principle. This gives
us a simple way of solving moral dilemmas which are such a problem in duty ethics.
i you are faced with a conflict of duties, all you need to do is see which course of
action has the greatest effect ont GNH,

2 Utilitarlanism is a democratic theory because each individual is considered to be the
best judge of what makes him or her happy, and every individual’s happiness is taken
Into account in determining GINH.

3 Utilitarianism is a rational theory because it encourages us to take into account not
only the short-term but also the long-term consequences of our actions. For example,
although smoking gives some people short-term pleasure, a utilitarian might argue
that you shouldn’t smoke because in the long term it is likely to give you more pain
than pleasure,

4 Finally, it could be argued that utilitarianism is an egalitarian theory because it can,
for example, justify redistributing money from the rich to the poor. Since a dollax
means more to a poor person than to a rich peison, a progressive system of taxation
which takes some money from the rich and gives it to the poor will increase GINH.

n try to justify of criticise the following actions?

1386 . Arses of knowledge

Dest
To §'
sum
scalt
ope
and
sper
seed
ot ¢

hay
cal

]
i
c
:
|



1af

ves
1ics.

the
aken

ot
aple,
1e
ain

Practical objeciions to utilitarianism

Despite the theoretical attractions of utilitarianism, it is not so easy to put into practice,

To start with, how do we measure happiness? Although Bentham defines happiness as the
sum of pleasures, it is difficult to see how different pleasures can be measured on a Comtion
scale. Imagine, for example, that someone gets pleasure from eating ice cream, listening to
Opera, and spending time with their friends. How can we attach numbers to such pleasures
and compare them with one another? 20 scoops of ice-cream = § an opera = 1 afternoon
spent with friends? An economist might say that we can measure different pleasures by
seeing how much people are willing to pay for them. But is it really possible to put a price,
or a ‘happiness value’, on such things as health or love or friendship?

Furthermore, we might question the idea that a constant stream of pleasures makes for a
happy life. You only have to think of the lives of some of the idle rich to see that someone
can have a great deal of pleasure at their disposal and still be bored and unhappy. Although
we all want to be happy, the strange fact is that most of us are unable to say what it is that
we really want; and it sometimes seems as if, the more we actively pursue happiness, the
more difficult it is to find.

hie relationship between pleasure and happiness? Js happiness ji
_hfu}_vg-many pleasures and sifl be unhappy? S
if:any, do you think there is between money and happiness?
osituations would you prefer? A warld in which you
‘earn:$25,000, or a world in which you earn $100,000
eaf $250,0002 What does this suggest to you abot

A final practical problem concerns how we can predict the consequences of our actions.
Imagine that a married woman falls Dassionately in love with a coileague at work and

Is wondering whether or not to leave her hushand. What should she do? In theory,
utilitarianism gives a straightforward solution to the problem. The woman should cormpare
the consequences of staying with her husband with the consequences of leaving him and do
whatever maximises the happiness of the people involved. The trouble is that, in practice,
itis very difficult to know what the consequences of our actions will be. A utilitarian might
say that we usually have some idea of the consequences of our actions, but they may still be
difficult to predict in any detail, To take an extreme example, in a short story by Roald Dahl,
called Genesis and Catastrophe, a doctor saves a mother and child in a difficult birth. The
story ends with the doctor saying ‘You'll be altight now, Mrs Hitler’
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© The New Yorker Collection 2001 Tom Cheney
from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved

“It’s a new antt-depressant — Instead of swallowing it, you throw
it at anyorie who appears to be having a good tine,”

ki

Figure 12.8

Theoretical objections to utilitarianism

As well as practical objections, utilitariantism is also open to a number of theoretical
objections. Three common criticisms are: that pleasure or happiness is not always a good
thing; that actions should be judged by their motives rather than their consequences;
and that utilitarianism is incompatible with the belief that we have moral obligations and
individual rights.

Bad pleasures

As we have seen, utilitarianism is based on the assumption that the only things that are.
good in themselves are pleasure and happiness. But a critic might argue that there are in
fact many bad pleasures - such as malicious pleasures and empty pleasures.

a  Mualicious pleasuires are pleasures that are derived from the suffering of other people.
Imagine, for example, that a sadist meets a masochist (someone who wants to be
hurt) and obligingly beats him up. On utilitarian principles, the world has become a
better place because GNH has gone up. But many people would argue that, far from
the world becoming a better place, the world has in fact beconie a worse place, and

that any well-adjusted human being ought not to get pleasure from sado-masochisi.
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To take another example: imagine a mugger who assaults someone in the street ang gets

a buzz out of doing it. A utilitarian would no doubt say that the mugger’s action is wrong
because it has a negative effect on GNH. However, he would Seenl committed to saying that
the more pleasure the mugger gets from his action the less serious his crime because the
smaller its negative effect on GNEH. Against this, many people would say that the fact that a

criminal enjoys his crime and gets pleasure from it makes it worse not better,

b Empty pleasures are pleasures that do not help us to develop our potential; or
flourish as human beings. While pleasures such as shopping or eating chocolate
may have their place, a critic would say that a life devoted exclusively to their
pursuit is unworthy of a human being,

In the novel Brave New World, the writer Aldous Huxley (1894-1963) imagined a world
where people are genetically engineered and conditioned to be happy and where a drug
called soma is freely available so that everyone can live on a permanent high. If you are
famitiar with this novel you might agree that what Huxley describes is not so much a

perfect world, or utopia, as a perfectly awful world, or dystopia. A world of happy junkieg
does not seem like the best of afi possible worlds, ‘

hat prablems does the id

ea'.'t_hat some pleasures are better than others create for
utilitarianism? H ‘might-a utilitarian try to respond to these problems? _
Do you thinl that there : e other things apart from pleasure and happiness that as

from cartoombank.com. All Rights Reserved.
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ism "I think the dosage needs adjusting. V'm not niearly as happy as the people in the ads,”

© The New Yorker Collection 2001 Bath
cartoonbank com. All Rights Reserved

Figure 1:2.9 )
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Judging actiomns ’

According to utilitarianism, the rightness or wrongness of an action depends on its
consequences: an action is right if it increases happiness and wrong if it decreases it. But, as
we saw in our discussion of Kant’s ethics, it could be argued that actions should be judged by
their motives rather than their consequences, and that we should praise a well-intentioned
bungler whose clumsy efforts accidentally reduce general happiness, and condemn a
malicious person whose evil infentions accidentally increase it.

=i MOSt legal systems pumsh attempted murder less severely than actual murder D' ou thi

! _ g people who have bad motives?

Obligations amd rights

A final criticism of utilitarianism is that it does not seem to leave any room for respecting
moral obligations or human rights. When we discussed Kant's ethics we saw that it is

too inflexible in #ts approach, but critics of utilitarianism argue that it suffers from the
opposite weakness and is too unprincipled. For example, while Kant satd you should never
lie, utilitarianism would seemn to justify lying te people whenever it makes them happy.
However, many people would feel uncomfortable with the idea of shamelessly flattering or
systematically deceiving someone just to make them happy.

Imagine that you areata dinier party and the food is awful. Your host asl{s you 1f you a
enjoymg your mez What wuu[d you reply? :

Furthermore, since utilitarianism is only concerned with maximising happiness, it does

not seem to pay sufficient attention to individuals’ rights. To see the problem, imagine

that Smith, who is an orphan with no family and few friends, is in hospital for a cataract
operation, and that the man in the bed on his left is dying of kidney failure, and the man in
the bed on his right is dying of heart failure. '

-7~ What do you think a utilitarian would say you should da in this situation, and what
; dn‘flcu!ties dﬂes thls reate for utllltanamsm?

_ at res nse if any, could a utilitarian give to these difficulties?
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What is troubling about each of the above examples is that utilitarianism seems to justify
sacrificing an individual to increase general happiness. A utilitarian doctor pillages a healthy
body for ‘spare parts’s and a community kills an individual whom everyone hates, In Teality,

Despite appearances, a utilitarian is not obliged to say that the above killings are justified,
In practice, there may be good utilitarian reasons why it is a bad idea to kil innocent people,

protecting people’s rights,

The place of rules

respect to something like promising, the question is no tonger ‘what will the effect on the
general happiness be if [ break this particular promise?’ but rather ‘what will the effect on
general happiness be if we abandon the rule that people should keep their promises?. On this
approach, it is not difficult to see that the world will generally be a happier place if we have
rules against such things as lying, theft and mturder, and we are likely to end up with the
kinds of rules that can be found in many moral codes,

This emphasis on rules pushes utilitarianism closer to duty ethics - with the advantage
that the rules can be more Hexible than allowed by Kant. For example, rather than 53y ‘mtever
tell lies', we could instead adopt the rule, ‘Never tell lies unless you can save a great deal of
suffering by doing so.’ This rufe is admittedly rather vague, but it enables us to deal with the
axe-wielding murdeser example considered earlier (page 383), and is more in keeping with
the way we normally think about ethics, Thys rule utilifarianism might seem to be a good
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.. Areas of knowledge

1 "Imagine that you are the sole fieir to your great-uncle’s fortune of 5 million, On hIS __
B _:deathbed he makes yous swear fo use the money to establish a butterfly farm, Afte
- dez "d WIthout tellmg anyone, you decide to ignore your promise and give th

wwiw.CartoonStock.com

"But ont the positive side, roney can’t buy happiviess — so who cares?”

Figwie 12,99

Since we are, during the course of our fives, bound to be confronted by all kinds of moral
dilemma, there is a sense in which ethics is inescapable; and, since we can never be sure that
we are doing the right thing, there is a sense in which ethics is insoluble. Such dilemmas are
typically the stuff of novels and films. For example, in a film called The Bridges of Madison
County, an uniulfilled Towa housewife meets the man of her dreams while her husband is
out of town. He asks her to go away with him, but in the end she refuses. Did she make the
right decision or not? What would a Kantian say? What would a utilitarian say? How much
use are such theories in practice? Perhaps they do help to illuminate things; but in the end
we cannot pass the moral buck, and no matter how thick our rule book is, we have to make
our own decisions about what to do. The fact that we can never be sure that we have done
the right thing, or that we are painfully aware that we could have done better, is perhaps
part of the tragedy of the human condition.




ics we typicali

‘ethics we ty) _lygﬁﬁpeél'ﬂfé'{vari(jus moral principies, but we
might wonder how these principles can he justified.

According o moral relativisim, our vajyes are determined b

y the society we Grow up in,
but it could be argued that some core values are universal,

some people claim that human beings are always and everywhere selfish, but since
this robs the word “selfish’ of Hs meaning, it makes more sense [o say that we are
sometimes capable of aliruism,

We might try to derive moral values from religion, but Plato put forward an argume_ﬁf__ :
against this, and such an approach is in any case not going to satisfy an atheist,
Accqr’dir_y_g tb_lmm__an.u_ef iant, ethics

-whethe

Is @ matter of doing your duty, and the t_e_st_'_-o'
methi_n_g__i your duty is whether or not it can be consistent!y__ge_r;er'aﬁs"

altruism * moral principle seli-interest theory
“cultural imperialism moral relativism self-regarding desires
duty ethics other-regarding desires special pleading
egoism relativism utilitarianism
golden rule rights value-judgement

moral absolutism rule worship veil of ignorance
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